Retailers are facing challenges from global competitors, aging consumer markets, and households with less income that impact brand equity. This study examines three age groups ' (younger, middle, older) 
INTRODUCTION
etail stores continue to experience greater competitiveness in the marketplace. During the recent economic recession, household income declined 4.1% (Brackey, Williams, & Maines, 2010) . With more retail globalization and consumer technology use, competitors are no longer down the street or across town (Kotler & Keller, 2006) . Moreover, retailers are faced with consumers who are older with longer life expectancy and the aging of the baby boomer generation (Karani & Fraccastoro, 2010) .
As a result, retailers are challenged in retaining (and attracting new) customers and building brand equity. To retain a customer, a firm spends 20% less than attracting a new one (Wills, 2009) , and experiences an increase of 5% for customer retention that contributes 25% to its profit (Reichheld & Sasser, 1990 ). This retention results in customers buying more frequently and purchasing the retailer"s other product offerings (Reichheld & Sasser, 1990) as well as increasing the firm"s customer-based brand equity (CBBE), e.g., brand loyalty, awareness, association, perceived quality (Keller, 1993) . CBBE is increased "when the customer is aware of the brand and holds some favorable, strong, and unique brand associations in memory" (Keller, 1993, p. 17) .
As consumers age, their brand preference increases. While the baby boomers are now entering the older group of shoppers, they also have the greatest disposable income than other age groups (Karani & Fraccastoro, 2010) . Nielsen Research reports that one in three households will be headed by someone age 65 or older by 2037 (Ferguson & Brohaugh, 2010) . Furthermore, age is an important market segmentation deceptor to determine specific shoppers" characteristics and factors of the market (Lin, 2002) . Therefore, the purpose of this study is to examine age groups" perceptions of retailers" marketing strategies (marketing mix) and its influence on customer-based brand equity. Hence, are there significant differences between age groups marketing strategy perceptions and customerbased brand equity? What are the marketing strategies that influence each group"s customer-based brand equity? This study includes branding literature review, methodology, findings, implications, and conclusions.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Brand equity (Aaker, 1991) and customer-based brand equity (Keller, 1993 (Keller, , 1998 are the theoretical basis for this study. Four brand dimensions -brand loyalty, brand awareness, perceived quality, brand association -have and willing to pay more in order to get a higher quality product or service. Therefore, older consumers choose products based on quality and brand name. Older consumers who face similar conditions late in life are likely to show similar patterns of consumer behavior. Moreover, Lynch (1998) indicated the perception will increase with age, while the perception of demandingness will decrease. Hence, the third hypothesis is that:
Older shoppers have higher perceived quality.
Brand Association
Brand association is "anything linked in memory to a brand" (Aaker, 1991, p. 109 Speed and Thompson (2000) suggest that customers" attitudes towards a brand increases when the recall awareness and the preferences are shown towards a brand. Brand recognition starts at an early age with older age groups having greater brand awareness (Harradine & Ross, 2004) . Therefore, the fourth hypothesis is that:
Older shoppers have higher brand association.
Therefore, all brand dimensions are significant for older shoppers, hence for total brand equity. In addition to testing these hypotheses, this study will determine the casual relationship of marketing strategy (marketing mix) to customer-based brand equity. Furthermore, this relationship will also include specific demographic, e.g., gender, and shopping, e.g., average purchase amount, characteristics.
METHODOLOGY
The focus for this study is retailer shoppers and their perceptions of the stores" marketing strategies (mix) as an influence on customer-based brand equity (CBBE). The sample includes Taiwanese shoppers at four competing hypermarket stores. These customers completed a 48-item questionnaire that had three parts.
Shoppers at four hypermarkets -Carrefour, R-T Mart, Costco, Géant -participated in this study. The sample was in proportion to its market share of 35%, 30%, 25% and 10%, respectively. There was a representation of weekday and weekend as well as daytime and evening shoppers. The questionnaire included three parts. First, the questionnaire included the researcher-developed 10-question demographic and shopper characteristics section. Second, a 15-item retail marketing mix instrument developed by Yoo, Donthu and Lee (2000) that was used in their product branding study. The retail marketing mix elements (price, advertising spending, price deals, store image, distribution intensity) were measured by a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree). Third, a 23-item instrument developed by Pappu and Quester (2006) that was used in their customer-based brand equity (CBBE) study of specialty and department stores. The CBBE dimensions (brand loyalty, brand awareness, perceived quality, brand association) were measured by a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree).
Varimax rotations with Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin criterion (eigenvalue greater than 1.0) were used to examine construct validity and to extract items for the retail marketing mix and customer-based brand equity instruments. Of the 15-item marketing mix instrument, there were 3 items for each of the 5 retail elements (Yoo, Donthu & Lee, 2000) . Only one item was regrouped -from distribution intensity to advertising spending. Hence, price includes 3 items, advertising spending 4 items, price deals 3 items, store image 3 items, and distribution intensity 2 items. The 23-item brand equity instrument included 4 brand loyalty items, 4 brand awareness, 5 perceived quality, and 10 brand association (Pappu & Quester, 2006) . Two brand awareness items were regrouped to brand loyalty. One brand awareness item became brand association. Lastly, three brand association items were regrouped as brand awareness. Therefore, brand loyalty includes 6 items, brand awareness 4 items, brand association 8 items, and the 5 original perceived quality items remain unchanged. These constructs were tested for reliability using Cronbach"s alpha scores and all easily exceeded the minimum of 0.70 (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1998 ) with a range for retail marketing mix elements from 0.751 to 0.912 and for customer-based brand equity dimensions from 0.843 to 0.942. © 2012 The Clute Institute Of the total shoppers (N=435), 218 (50.2%) were young (18 to 34 years old), 132 (30.3%) were middle age (35 to 44) and 85 (19.5%) were older (45 and older). While there were slightly more males (n = 219) than females (n = 216), most of the participants were married (n = 263). The majority of the shoppers had either a high school (n = 166) or undergraduate college (n = 164) degree. Almost one-half of the respondents were employed in sales, technician or clerical (n = 206) positions. The majority had a monthly income of $641 to $1,120 (n = 123) or $1,121 to $1,600 (n = 141), and their average store purchase amount per visit was $16.01 to $48.00 (n = 156) or $48.01 to $80.00 (n = 108). The vast majority had prior shopping experience at that hypermarket (n = 395). Most of the participants shopped at the hypermarket less than once a week (n = 297). See Table 1 for specific shopper characteristics details. 
FINDINGS
To determine the significant differences (p < 0.05) between young, middle age, and older shoppers, analysis of variance (ANOVA) with post hoc tests (Scheffé method) were completed for the five marketing mix elements, total marketing mix (unweighted average of the five elements), the four brand equity dimensions, and total brand equity (unweighted average of the four dimensions). The results were that there were significant differences in three marketing mix elements, and three brand equity dimensions as well as total brand equity for the three age groups. First, post hoc tests found middle age shoppers had significantly higher mean score than older ones for price. Second, older shoppers had significantly higher mean scores for price deals and store image than middle age shoppers. Third, older shoppers had significantly higher mean scores than middle age shoppers for brand awareness and total brand equity. Fourth, older shoppers had significantly higher mean scores than younger for perceived quality. Fifth, older shoppers have a significantly higher mean score than younger and middle age for brand association. See Table 2 . However, while not significant the only other variable that young shoppers had a greater mean score (more favorable) than either of the other two income groups was advertising spending. Furthermore, while not significant the older shoppers have more favorable perceptions (higher mean scores) of distribution intensity, total marketing mix, and brand loyalty than the other two age groups. Pearson correlation coefficient examined the bivariate relationships between the independent variables of the marketing mix elements (price, advertising spending, price deals, store image, and distribution intensity) and the dependent variables of the brand equity dimensions (brand loyalty, brand awareness, perceived quality, and brand association). The results are shown in Table 3 . No findings exceed .800, indicating acceptable levels of correlation. However, the three bivariate correlations that exceeded .700 were related to the brand equity dimensions of brand loyalty, perceived quality and brand association. Of particular interest, price is significant (p < 0.05) and negatively correlated with all other variables. Specifically, as price decreases, each CBBE dimension increases, hence higher brand equity. The only other negative correlation is between advertising spending and perceived quality, but not significant (p < 0.05). The remaining three dimensions related to advertising spending ranged from .094 to .132. Price deal, store image and distribution intensity correlations with each brand equity dimension are significant (p < 0.05), positive, and reasonable strong ranging from .448 to .500, .447 to .686, and .447 to .500, respectively. Between the marketing mix elements (independent variables), the correlations ranged from .005 to .466. © 2012 The Clute Institute Note: * and ** indicate significances at < 0.01 and < 0.05 (differences) levels, respectively
To determine the relationship of shopper demographics and characteristics and the hypermarkets" marketing mix/strategy, and customer-based brand equity, multiple regression models (forward stepwise) were tested for the three age groups. Each age group"s analysis includes an equation for the four brand equity dimensions and brand equity (unweighted average of the four dimensions) as dependent variables. Therefore, each age group has multiple regression equation for brand loyalty (Panel A), brand awareness (Panel B), perceived quality (Panel C), brand association (Panel D) and brand equity (Panel E). Independent variables tested are shopper demographics and characteristics (nine variables) and marketing mix/strategy (five variables), or 14 predictors for the brand dimensions and brand equity. Shopper demographics and characteristics are gender, marital status, age, education, occupation, average purchase amount per shopping visit, prior visit to the hypermarket, shopping frequency at the hypermarket, and the hypermarket name. Furthermore, marketing mix, or strategy includes price, advertising spending, price deals, store image and distribution intensity. The independent variable is included in the model only if it is significant at or less than 0.05. The results are presented in Table 4 (young shoppers), Table 5 (middle age shoppers) and Table 6 (older shoppers).
For young shoppers, the explained variance (adjusted R 2 ) for the five equations ranged from a low of 32.9% for brand loyalty to a high of 53.6% for perceived quality, and 46.8% for brand awareness, 40.3% for brand association and 49.6% for brand equity. See Table 4 . With the exception of price, all significant predictor variables have positive relationships to the dependent variables. Store image, price deal and distribution intensity were the only three marketing mix elements that were included in all equations. Prior purchase experience was the only demographic and shopping characteristics variable in four of the five models. Logic would indicate that young shoppers with greater likelihood of having lower income would be price sensitive, e.g., price included with an inverse relationship. Price was in three of the five models, and price deal, such as one-time or short-term price discounts (coupons, rebates), was in all models. See Table 4 , Panels A, B, C, D, and E.
The explained variance for middle age shoppers ranged from 61.1% for brand loyalty to 75.2% for brand equity, and 61.6% for brand awareness, 65.0% for perceived quality and 66.2% for brand association. With the exception of hypermarket (coded as 1 = Carrefour, 2 = RT-Mart, 3 = Costco, 4 = Géant), all significant predictor variables had positive relationships. Of the marketing mix variables, store image and distribution intensity were in each regression model. Of the demographic and shopping characteristic variables, purchase experience was in four of the five equations. See Table 5 , Panels A, B, C, D, and E.
For older shoppers, the explained variance ranged from 38.5% for brand association to 46.3% for brand equity, and 41.2% for brand loyalty, 42.3% for brand awareness and 44.7% for perceived quality. With the
IMPLICATIONS
The study findings determined significant differences between young, middle age and older shoppers" perception of the hypermarkets" marketing strategies (marketing mix) and their retail store brand equity. Furthermore, the study found specific demographic and shopper characteristics and marketing mix elements that significantly influence each brand dimension and customer-based brand equity. First, using ANOVA with post hoc tests (Scheffé method) older shoppers were found to have much higher brand equity than the other two age groups. Of the five measures (brand loyalty, brand awareness, perceived quality, brand association, brand equity), older customers had higher mean scores (more brand equity) for each one. Of these five, customer loyalty was the only one that did not have any significant difference. See Table 2 . Moreover, older shoppers had higher mean scores for three of the five marketing mix elements (price deal, store image, distribution intensity) and total marketing mix with price deal and store image having significant differences. Second, using multiple regression models (forward stepwise) specific demographic and shopper characteristics and marketing mix elements significantly influences each age category"s brand dimension and brand equity. These results are summarized and presented in Table 7 . For brand loyalty, store image and distribution intensity were significant and positive predictors for all age groups, while purchase experience appeared for only middle age and older shoppers. However, price deal and marital status (coded as 1 = single, 2 = married, 3 = divorced, 4 = widowed) were significant and positive for only young shoppers. Therefore, brand strategies for younger shoppers should focus on more price deals, e.g., coupons, rebates, and targeting the currently married and had been married market segment to increase loyalty. On the other hand, shopping frequency and education (coded as 1 = college graduate degree to 5 = not a high school graduate) were unique to older shoppers" loyalty. Hence, a hypermarket should motivate more store visits and less educated shoppers to increase older shoppers" loyalty.
For brand awareness, purchase experience and store image were significant and positive influences for the three age groups. Distribution intensity influenced young and middle age shoppers, and shopping frequency had a positive relationship and hypermarket (coded as 1 = Carrefour, 2 = RT-Mart, 3 = Costco, 4 = Géant) had an inverse relationship for middle and older customers. Again, price deal was a unique predictor for young shoppers. For perceived quality, store image was the only common predictor for the three age groups. However, distribution intensity was significant for young and middle age categories, and purchase experience had a positive influence on young and older groups" perceived quality. Price deal and hypermarket were unique and had positive influences, and price had an inverse relationship for young shoppers, while advertising spending had a negative influence for older shoppers. For these dimensions, the results are clear in that price-related strategy, e.g., lower prices, more coupons, would be effective for young shoppers, and less advertising spending for older customers would increase brand awareness and perceived quality. © 2012 The Clute Institute Note: * indicates inverse (-) relationship to the brand dimension For brand association, price deal and purchase experience were significant predictors for the three age groups. Store image and distribution intensity were positive influences for young and middle age shoppers, and price had an inverse relationship for young and older customers. Gender (1 = male, 2 = female) was a unique predictor for young shoppers, and purchase amount had a positive relationship only for older customers. For brand equity, store image, distribution intensity and purchase experience were common significant predictors for the three age categories. Price deal had a positive influence for young and middle age shoppers. Price was unique and had an inverse relationship for young customers, and shopping frequency had a positive influence on middle age shoppers" brand equity. A branding strategy for young shoppers for these measures is centered again on price-related marketing activities, e.g., low price, more coupons.
Older shoppers clearly had higher brand equity (highest mean score for the five measures) between the three age groups. See Table 2 . Important influences on older customers" brand equity were purchase experience (in all equations) and store image (in four of the five equations). See Table 7 . Hence, brand strategies should focus on older shopper retention, more so than it would for younger shoppers. Younger shoppers, the group with the second highest mean scores for brand equity, are greatly influenced by store image, distribution intensity, price deal (all in the five models) and price with an inverse relationship (in three models). Therefore, price-related strategies, e.g., low price, more coupons, are important to increasing young shoppers" brand equity. Middle age shoppers had the lowest brand equity (mean scores). This group had similar influences on their brand equity as both younger and older shoppers did. For example, store image and distribution intensity were in all five equation, as they were for © 2012 The Clute Institute younger shoppers. On the other hand, purchase experience was in four of the five models for middle age group, while purchase experience was in all five equations for older shoppers. Therefore, marketing strategies to increase these influences for middle age customers would also increase brand equity for either young or older shoppers.
CONCLUSIONS
This study determined differences between three age groups" marketing strategy perceptions and customerbased brand equity. While older shoppers had higher brand equity, middle age customers had the least brand equity. The statistical results show similarities in factors that influence each group"s brand equity. Store image, distribution intensity and purchase experience were common for all three groups (brand equity equations). However, there were significant differences. Younger shoppers were more price sensitive with the positive influence of price deals and the inverse relationship of price. The middle age customers were somewhat price sensitive with a positive relationship of price deals, which could influence retail store shopping frequency. Older shoppers appear not to be price sensitive with no significant relationship of price or price deals on brand equity. This could be the result of older shoppers having more disposable income (Karani & Fraccastoro, 2010) and their greater ability to purchase. More importantly, as the huge number of baby boomer generation enters the older shopping group, this provides retailers an opportunity to target this price-insensitive segment as a growth market.
While this study has advanced a better understanding of the influences on brand equity by three consumer age groups, there are limitations. First, this study was in one city, in one country and global region. Therefore, the results are not generalizable. Second, the study was limited to three age groups. Middle age shoppers" results were not as revealing as the other two groups, e.g., role of price and price deals for younger shoppers. These limitations provide future research opportunities to better explain and understand shoppers" ages and brand equity. For example, similar studies should be in other countries and global regions. Furthermore, middle age shoppers could be further classified as younger and older middle age shoppers. This basis would maybe better identify similarities and differences, if any, between the middle age shoppers and the younger and older shoppers.
